The Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Volume 31
Issue 4 December

Article 7

December 2004

The Welfare Myth: Disentangling the Long-Term Effects of Poverty
and Welfare Receipt for Young Single Mothers
Thomas P. Vartanian
Bryn Mawr College

Justine M. McNamara
Bryn Mawr College

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw
Part of the Family, Life Course, and Society Commons, Inequality and Stratification Commons, and the
Social Work Commons

Recommended Citation
Vartanian, Thomas P. and McNamara, Justine M. (2004) "The Welfare Myth: Disentangling the Long-Term
Effects of Poverty and Welfare Receipt for Young Single Mothers," The Journal of Sociology & Social
Welfare: Vol. 31 : Iss. 4 , Article 7.
Available at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol31/iss4/7

This Article is brought to you by the Western Michigan
University School of Social Work. For more information,
please contact wmu-scholarworks@wmich.edu.

The Welfare Myth: Disentangling the
Long-Term Effects of Poverty and Welfare
Receipt for Young Single Mothers
THOMAS P. VARTANIAN
JUSTINE M. MCNAMARA
Bryn Mawr College
Graduate School of Social Work and Social Research

This study investigates the effects of receiving welfare as a young woman
on long-term economic and marital outcomes. Specifically, we examine if
there aredifferences between young, single mothers who receive welfare and
young, single mothers who are poor but do not receive welfare. Using the
1968-1997 Panel Study of Income Dynamics, ourfindings suggest those
who receive welfare for an extended period as young adults have the same
pre-transfer income over a 10 to 20 year period as those who are poor but
do not receive welfare as young adults. While we found some differences
between the two groups in income levels and the likelihood of having relatively low income when control variables were not included in our models,
once appropriatecontrols were used, these differences became statistically
insignificant. The only statisticallysignificant difference found between
the two groups in our 10, 15, and 20 year models was the likelihood of
being married in year 15. Our results indicate that it is income level as
a young adult, as well as such factors as the unemployment rate in the
area of residence, but not welfare receipt, that affect long-term income and
maritaloutcomes.
Key words: AFDC, TANF, PRWORA, Poverty, Dependency
The welfare reform legislation in 1996 was motivated in part
by the belief that welfare recipients had become too dependent on
welfare, especially those who began using welfare at a relatively
young age and who continued to rely on it for many years.
Many believe that policies intended to alleviate poverty instead
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intensified economic problems for the poor by making them less
self-reliant. In particular, arguments have been made that welfare
receipt reduces earnings and decreases the likelihood of marriage
(Herrnstein and Murray, 1994; Horn, 2002; Mead, 1986, 1998;
Murray, 1984, 2001).
In response, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) replaced the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). This law included
provisions for limiting welfare receipt by young mothers, including requiring teen mothers to live at home with their parents.
Since the passage of this Act, there has been a drastic reduction in
the number of recipients of welfare. Nationally, there has been a
50 percent decline in the number of welfare recipients from 1996
to 2002 (Committee on Ways and Means, 2004). While PRWORA
gives states greater authority over their welfare populations, it
also imposes strong federal rules designed to increase work and
decrease the length of time for welfare receipt (Albelda and Tilly,
1997). The welfare rolls may have also decreased because of the
strong U.S. economy in the latter half of the 1990s, although we
saw no subsequent increase in rolls when the economic conditions
worsened after this period.
While government policies reflect concerns about the potential negative effects of welfare, there has been relatively little
research on the actual nature of these effects in the long-term. In
particular, we know little about how relatively young recipients
of welfare fare economically over a 10 to 20 year period compared
with young single mothers who are poor but do not receive
welfare. Do young welfare recipients fare worse than those young
women who have children, are poor but who do not receive
welfare? And, how do those who receive welfare or are poor fare
economically relative to those single mothers who are not poor
at a relatively young age? This study examines these issues in
order to determine if making welfare less available to relatively
young women appears likely to change their probability of being
married or their level of economic well-being later in life. We focus
particularly on young women because it has been hypothesized
or inferred that the negative effects of welfare may be more severe
for young recipients (Mead, 1986; Murray, 1984; Tanner, 1996).
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Our study examines income and marital status at 10, 15, and
20 years after initially receiving welfare, including the effects of
the length of welfare receipt on these outcomes. While welfare
proponents suggest that long-term welfare receipt has negative
overall outcomes for single mothers, others have suggested that
it is the impact of poverty that has deleterious effects on longterm income and marital status. We thus also examine how relatively short-run or longer-run stays in poverty or near-poverty
affect economic outcomes 10 to 20 years after initially falling
into poverty and leading a household as a young single mother.
In particular, we focus on the differences between poor women
who spend a considerable amount of young adulthood without
receiving welfare and those women who spend a relatively long
period receiving AFDC in young adulthood.
Previous Research
Despite public policy concerns about the effects of welfare,
there has been little research that directly examines the effects
of receiving welfare at a young age on an individual's economic
outcomes later in life. A considerable amount of existing research
about the possible negative effects of welfare has focused on
welfare-dependence issues such as the long-term use of welfare,
and the intergenerational transfer of welfare dependence. Research examining the intergenerational use of welfare has generally found that adults whose parents used welfare may be more
likely to themselves use welfare (An et al., 1993; Dolinsky, Caputo & O'Kane, 1989; Gottschalk, McLanahan, & Sandefure, 1994;
Hill and Ponza, 1989; McLanahan, 1988; Rank and Cheng, 1995).
Gottschalk (1992) and Vartanian (1999) found that for blacks, but
not whites, parental welfare receipt strongly predicted welfare
receipt of the daughter, although other childhood or adolescent
factors such as income level and education of the head of household also contributed to higher likelihoods of welfare receipt.
However, these studies only follow young parents through early
adulthood.
Research on the length of AFDC receipt has generally found
that characteristics such as non-completion of high school, little
work experience and having young children tend to be associ-
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ated with relatively lengthy receipt of AFDC (Bane and Ellwood,
1994; Blank, 1989; Ellwood, 1986; Fitzgerald, 1991; O'Neill, Bassi,
and Wolf, 1987; Vartanian, 1997). Other studies on the likelihood
of leaving AFDC have found that residential location makes a
difference in AFDC exit probabilities (Fitzgerald, 1995; Gleason,
Rangarajan, and Schochet, 1998; Vartanian, 1997). Long periods
on AFDC may include either a long single spell on AFDC or several spells (Bane and Ellwood, 1994; Harris, 1996). Harris (1996)
found, for example, that 36 percent of women who leave AFDC
return within 18 months after first leaving and that 57 percent
return within seven years after first leaving.
It has been hypothesized that women who receive welfare
for an extended period of time may be less likely to marry and
leave welfare relative to those who stay on welfare for a short
time (Blank, 1989). One reason for this lower likelihood may be
because women develop a "taste" for welfare after receiving aid
for an extended period rather than a reliance on spouses or their
own labor income for self-sufficiency (Blank, 1989). Generally,
studies that have examined the effects of welfare benefits have
found little or no association between benefit levels and marriage
disincentives (Bane and Ellwood, 1994; Gottschalk et al., 1994;
Moffitt, 1992; Wilson & Neckerman, 1986). It has also been hypothesized that the use of AFDC may change household composition
by increasing family size (to receive higher benefits), and thereby
potentially decreasing the likelihood of marriage in the future.
Blank and others (Bane and Ellwood, 1994; O'Neil, Bassi and
Wolf, 1987) find relatively low rates of exits from AFDC by means
of marriage but also find little evidence that the likelihood of
exit from AFDC by means of marriage decreases over the length
of an AFDC spell. Part of the reason for the low likelihood of
leaving welfare by means of marriage (or for poor women being
unmarried) may be due to the low numbers of "marriageable"
men, especially for African Americans (Coontz and Folbre, 2002;
Lichter, McLaughlin, LeClere, Kephart, and Landry, 1992; Wilson,
1987). Edin and Lein, (1997) find that poor single mothers often
do not marry because the risks of marriage, such as the threat of
domestic violence, loss of control, and potential for sexual abuse
of their children, often outweigh the potential gains from entering
into marriage.
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Welfare use may also decrease future labor force participation
by decreasing labor market experience (Blank, 1989). Lower levels
of work experience due to welfare receipt may mean lower wages
and thus lower income in the future. Blank (1989) and Bane
and Ellwood (1994) found evidence that the longer the length
of time on welfare, the lower the likelihood of exiting welfare
from earnings, although Vartanian (1997) did not find evidence
of such a relationship.
The concern reflected in the 1996 welfare reform law that
the combination of teen childbearing and welfare use may have
particularly negative effects on economic outcomes for young
women has prompted research focused on the interaction between young childbearing, welfare use and later economic outcomes. Duncan and Hoffman (1990), for example, use the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) to examine whether African
American teens who have children outside of marriage and who
use welfare have lower economic outcomes when they reach
age 26 than those who do not have children as teenagers or use
welfare. After controlling for many background variables, they
found that those teens who used welfare within two years of the
birth of their child, whether married or not, fared far worse than
those who did not. While these results suggest that the receipt of
welfare is the critical factor in determining later-adult economic
outcomes, sister-pair research reaches somewhat different conclusions. Corcoran and Kunz (1997) also used the PSID to examine
the effects of the interaction of teen childbearing and welfare use
on economic outcomes at age 26 or slightly beyond, using sister
pairs in order to decrease the level of heterogeneity of the comparison groups. They found that once family background differences
are controlled, the effects of having a child as a teenager and
receiving welfare were less than shown in previous research. For
example, the negative effects on family income for teen mothers
dropped by more than 50 percent when controlling for the effects
of family background in a sister-pair model as compared to a
model that did not control for such factors. Sample sizes in this
sister-pair study were small, however: there were 31 sister pairs
where one received AFDC as a teen mother and the other sister
did not. Also, the time frame for examining outcomes is relatively
short in the study-soon after age 25.
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Studies examining the economic situation of broader groups
of former welfare recipients have generally found high poverty
rates among these women (Cancian and Meyer, 2000; Meyer
and Cancian, 1998; Vartanian and Gleason, 1999; Vartanian and
McNamara, 2000). Using data from the Survey of Income and
Program Participation, Vartanian and Gleason (1999) examined
economic status in the initial period after leaving welfare and
found that over 50 percent of former recipients were poor 18
months after leaving welfare, while Vartanian and McNamara
(2000), using data from the PSID, found 38 percent poverty rates
four years after leaving welfare. Meyer and Cancian (1998) found
somewhat higher (50%) poverty rates five years post-welfare
among women in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
although in subsequent work these authors noted an improvement in women's economic status over time, with poverty rates
lower in the second and subsequent years than in the first year
after welfare (Cancian and Meyer, 2000). These studies, however,
generally failed to find strong links between the length of time
women spend on welfare and the likelihood of poverty after
leaving welfare, finding instead that factors such as education
and the employment status of both the recipient and her spouse
had powerful effects on the likelihood of poverty after welfare
(Cancian and Meyer, 2000; Meyer and Cancian, 1998; Vartanian
and Gleason, 1999; Vartanian and McNamara, 2000).
The studies on the economic effects of welfare described above
have a number of limitations: they usually examine outcomes
only a few years following the receipt of welfare, they generally
do not compare the outcomes of welfare recipients with poor nonrecipients, and a number of studies are limited by small sample
size and insufficient control of background variables.
Using the 1993 PSID, Dunifon (1999) examined longer-term
outcomes for AFDC recipients by comparing women who received any AFDC income between 1968 and 1972 with women
who were heads of households, had children and were between
21 and 39 in those years but did not receive welfare during that
period. She found that 20 years following this initial period,
women who had received welfare had similar income-to-needs
ratios and number of hours of work as the non-welfare group,
although differences in hours of work did emerge in some of
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the periods examined prior to the twenty-year period. Dunifon's
study was not designed to examine the effects of AFDC receipt
by young single mothers on long-term outcomes, but instead
she determined the effects of receiving any AFDC relative to
no cash assistance for single mothers at varying ages. Also, she
examined only post-transfer income later in life (that is, total income including all transfer payments such as General Assistance
and AFDC). Pre-transfer income excludes all transfer payments,
including government assistance. Examining pre-transfer income
later in life allows for a better assessment of the effects of welfare
on single mothers' self-sufficiency. Our study addresses these
issues by examining marriage rates and pre-transfer income of
a relatively large sample of young mothers to assess the effects of
substantial (at least 10 percent of total income) and early welfare
receipt.
Methodology
Sample
This study uses data from the 1997 Panel Study of Income
Dynamics (PSID). The PSID is a longitudinal data set that dates
back to 1968. In 1968, there were approximately 5,000 families in
the sample and 18,000 individuals. By 1997, the data contained
over 6,000 families and 19,000 individuals. The longitudinal nature of the PSID allows for the examination of economic and other
outcomes across a 30-year span, by selecting data on women at an
early period in the survey, and then selecting data for these same
women in periods that are approximately 10, 15, and 20 years
after we initially examine their characteristics. When appropriately weighted, the PSID is representative of the non-immigrant,
United States population. We used the individual weights in the
PSID when examining our sample.
We chose three samples of women that would allow us to
examine their characteristics at a relatively early age and then
examine these same women again at 10, 15 and 20 years after
our initial examination. First, we chose a sample of women who
started in the PSID anytime from 1968 to 1987 in order to get their
characteristics after 10 years (our final sample year was 1997) for
our 10 year sample. Next, we chose a sample of women from 1968
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to 1982 and looked to see how they were doing 15 years later. Last,
we chose a sample of women from 1968 to 1977 to see how they
fared 20 years hence.
We then further limited our samples by choosing women who
were age 24 and under, who were heads of household when
they first entered the sample, and had one of the following three
characteristics: AFDC income made up at least 10 percent of their
total income;' total income was at or below 150% of the poverty
line and AFDC income made up less than 10 percent of their
total income during this period; or, AFDC income made up less
than 10 percent of total income and total income was above 150
percent of the poverty line for this period. 2 For example, a woman
who was a head of household who first received a substantial
amount of AFDC at age 20 would have her initial period begin
at age 20. A woman who was first a head of household and
had income at or below 150 percent of the poverty line at age
22 and had no substantial AFDC income at or before age 24
would have her initial period begin at age 22. A woman who
was first a head of household at age 17 and had income above
150 percent of the poverty line for all years while she was a
head of household until age 24 and never received a substantial
amount of AFDC would have her initial period begin at age 17.
Using this design allowed us to determine those female heads of
household who ever received a substantial amount of AFDC at
a young age, those who were ever poor or near-poor during this
period without substantial AFDC receipt, and those who avoided
both substantial AFDC receipt and low income during their early
adult years.
We chose only single women who were mothers in order to
compare similar young women who had children, as well as to
focus our study on the effects of early AFDC use, rather than the
effects of early childbearing. We chose women who were heads of
household because the PSID contains specific income, education
and other information on these women that is not available for
those who are children or have some other relationship to the
head of household. Also, by choosing only single mothers, we
felt that our comparison groups were more comparable than by
also allowing women who were married into our sample at the
beginning of the period.
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From these samples we wished to determine if the use of
AFDC as a young woman helped to predict long-term outcomes
for a number of dependent variables. Critics of welfare hypothesize that it is early welfare use that causes women to be dependent
on government aid, to be poor, and to be less likely to be married
(Mead, 1986, 1998; Herrnstein and Murray, 1994). According to
this hypothesis, relatively long-term use of AFDC as a young
woman should have a more detrimental effect on outcomes than
shorter-term AFDC use because women grow more dependent
on AFDC the longer they use it, and because labor market skills
deteriorate the longer a person is out of the labor market. In order
to examine this hypothesis, we chose to compare women who
received AFDC, either for a relatively short or long period, with
women who were poor or near poor during young adulthood.
That is, we wanted to determine whether the receipt of AFDC, and
the poverty that generally accompanies AFDC, affects outcomes
relative to the non-receipt of AFDC and poverty. We also included
in our sample non-poor women in order to determine the relative
impact of having higher levels of income at an early age on longterm outcomes. We therefore examined whether the long-term or
short-term receipt of welfare at an early age directly affected longterm economic and marital outcomes, with controls for family
and personal circumstances and other factors at this early age.
Our goal was not to determine the possible effects of factors after
this early period of a woman's life on these long-term outcomes,
but instead to be able to predict from a given set of circumstances
early in adulthood, outcomes later in life.
Our primary interest in this study is the comparison between
single mothers who receive AFDC for a long time during early
adulthood and single mothers who were poor for an extended
period of time but did not receive AFDC. These two groups
were of primary interest because it is concern about long-term
dependency on welfare that underlies welfare reform. In the
descriptive results we present below, we found that the longterm poor group and the long-term AFDC group were of similar
ages and had similar income levels when we initially examined
them. We also found that the two groups spend almost the same
amount of time with income levels below 150 percent of the
poverty line at the beginning of the sampling period. However,
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most of the income for the AFDC group during the initial four
year period was from transfer payments, with a median level of
67 percent (with a median of 65 percent for welfare payments),
while the median level of transfers for the long-term poor group
was 16 percent (with a median of 0 percent for welfare payments).
Thus, the long-term poor group appear to represent those single
mothers who remain in or near poverty for an extended period
in young adulthood but rely far less on financial assistance than
the long-term AFDC group.
Independent Variables
Once our sample was determined, we examined a four year
period during and after the initial year that the woman entered
the sample. During this four year period, we examined whether
AFDC recipients stayed on AFDC for one or two years, or three or
four years in this four year period after they initially became heads
and started receiving AFDC. Those AFDC recipients receiving
AFDC for one or two years were labeled the short-term AFDC
group. Those who stayed on AFDC for three or four years were
labeled the long-term AFDC group. The low-income, non-AFDC
sample, were grouped in a similar fashion, whereby those who
had incomes at or below 150 percent of the poverty line for one or
two years were labeled as the short-term poverty group and those
who had low incomes for three or four years were labeled as the
long-term poverty group. We use 150 percent of the poverty line
instead of the poverty line because many critics of the current
measure of poverty claim that the poverty line is too low, and
150 percent of the poverty line better captures a realistic measure
of what is necessary to survive (Edin and Lein, 1997; Smeeding,
1992). These poverty or near poverty groups are simply indicators
of low income without the receipt of AFDC. We named those who
neither received a substantial amount of AFDC nor had incomes
at or below 150 percent of the poverty line the "non-poor group".
Each of the five groups-the short-term and long-term AFDC and
poverty or near-poverty groups, and the non-poor group-was
mutually exclusive.'
We then created dummy variables for each of these five
groups. In the regression models that we ran, we chose four of
these groups as included variables within our regression anal-
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yses-the short-term and long-term AFDC groups, the short-term
poverty group, and the non-poor group. The long-term poverty
group was the excluded category in the regression analyses. We
excluded the long-term poverty group in order to easily determine if receiving AFDC, either short-term or long-term, was a
key factor in explaining future income and other outcomes or if
AFDC recipients fared similarly to those who were poor for an
extended period of time. We also ran models where the short-term
poverty group was the excluded group in our regression analyses.
Our main results were little changed from what we present here
when we compared the short-term poor group and the long-term
or short-term AFDC groups. We also ran models that excluded
from our samples women who were in the non-poor group. We
discuss these results below.
We then created other variables, including a variable that
indicated whether the family had one child (the included group
in our regressions) or more than a single child. We also control
for the effects of having very young children when first entering
the sample by using a variable in our models for whether the
woman has a child who is below age 3. We did this because some
women who enter our sample, especially those in their twenties,
may have children who are older. We also control for the age
of the woman by creating three dummy variables for age: one
variable that has a value of one for those under the age of 18,
another dummy variable that takes a value of one for those who
are 18 to 21, and another (the excluded group) for those who are
over the age of 21. We use this set of dummy variables in our
models because of the possible non-linear effects of age-or the
potentially highly negative effects of being very young and being
a head of household-on our outcomes.
In addition, we control for the amount of money that individuals receive from relatives over a four year period, as an
indication of family support. Family money support could either
have negative or positive effects on long-run economic outcomes.
If women become dependent on this support and work less because of it, family income support could have negative effects
on future income. If women who use this family income to help
them increase training or help them find work, the effects may be
positive on future income.
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In order to determine the effects of childhood circumstances,
we control for the effects of growing up poor relative to not
growing up poor for the head of the woman's household. Many of
the problems associated with adult outcomes may stem from low
income during adolescence or childhood. While we did not have
enough years of data to directly examine the level of income for
the woman during childhood, the PSID provides a variable that
indicates the level of income of the head of household while growing up. To further examine the woman's childhood circumstances,
we controlled for the education level of the head of household and
the occupation of the head of household while the woman was
growing up.
We also control for a number of other variables when the
woman first enters our sample in our models, including the
county unemployment rate, the region of residence, education,
race, city size, and the year in which the individual first entered
the sample. We also control for whether the woman had any work
disabilities at the beginning of the period we examined.
Our models also include a continuous variable for family
income-to-needs in the initial four year period. One reason to
use such a variable is because of the potential for some families to
be in the long-term poverty group but be just below 150 percent
of the poverty line, or be in the non-poor group and be just above
the poverty line. Such a variable would also give us a way of
comparing similar AFDC recipients who may have relatively
high income levels if they live in a more generously paying
welfare state or who may have relatively low levels of income.
We in fact found a good amount of variation of income levels
within groups. We found that our standard errors changed little,
and often decreased, when we included beginning income in
our regression models relative to when we did not include it,
indicating that the collinearity among our AFDC and poverty
group variables and income was not causing the significance
levels to decrease because of potentially high standard errors.
We included several variables at the end of the 10 to 20
year examination periods, including the unemployment rate of
the state or county of residence, the maximum welfare payment
available in the state of residence for a family of four (each states
sets their own level of cash assistance available to those eligible
for AFDC, and these levels differ by factors such as income and
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family size), and whether work was limited by disabilities. These
measures control for economic conditions and physical/mental
factors associated with work.
There are a number of variables that we contemplated using in
our analyses but did not because of their collinearity with AFDC
receipt. These variables included hours of work, AFDC maximum
payments available in the state of residence, and marital status,
all over the initial four year period. When we did include these
variables in our analyses, our results changed little from the main
results reported here.
Dependent Variables
We chose a number of dependent variables to examine the
effects of early adulthood AFDC receipt. As we have stated above,
critics of the welfare system hypothesize that young welfare recipients are less likely to marry because they are in less need of
additional income that being married may provide them. We test
this hypothesis by examining the effects of receiving AFDC, either
long-term or short-term, on the likelihood of being married later
in life. We examined this hypothesis with the set of independent
variables we described above.
Critics of the AFDC system also hypothesize that those who
received welfare at an early age would be more likely to be
poor or have low income later in life, claiming that being on
welfare teaches young women not to work or develop the skills
necessary for high earnings. We test this hypothesis by examining
the woman's pre-transfer family income-to-needs ratios and the
likelihood of having pre-transfer income below 150 percent of
the poverty line later in life. We use pre-transfer income-to-needs
instead of earnings to get a better measure of overall well-being
of the woman without government cash assistance. We do this,
in part, because women are sometimes the secondary earners in
the family and may devote more time to child care than the primary earners. We use 150 percent of the poverty line because the
poverty line is an extremely low measure of economic adequacy
(as briefly described above).
We measured our set of dependent variables at three different
points after first examining our sample of young women. We
measured our income variables over a two year period in order to
smooth out large variations in any single year. We also examined
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marital status over two year periods to see if the woman was
married for either of the two years. Each dependent variable
was measured after 9 and 10 years, 14 and 15 years, and 19 and
20 years after we first examined respondents' characteristics as
young women.
In results not shown, we also tested to determine if particular
groups were more or less likely to drop out of the sample before
the end of our first testing period. We only examined those women
who had completed the four years of the initial period because
we wanted to determine which of our groups they belonged tothe long-term AFDC or poverty groups, the short-term AFDC
or poverty groups, or the non-poor sample. One hundred and
nineteen women did not make it to the 10 year ending period. We
did not find that the AFDC groups were any more or less likely
to drop out of the sample relative to the high poverty group,
both with a full set of controls for beginning circumstances and
using bivariate regressions. In fact, none of the groups showed
any higher likelihood of dropping out of the sample relative to
other groups. Factors such as disability status and growing up
poor showed positive effects for dropping out of the sample.
Statistical Methods
We used logistic regression analysis to determine if the either
of the AFDC groups were more likely to drop out of the sample
than the long-term poverty group before the 10 year period. We
use ordinary least squares regression analysis in our models to
examine pre-transfer family income-to-needs. The likelihood of
marriage and the likelihood of being at or below 150 percent of
the poverty line later in life use logistic regression models because
of the binary response dependent variables. In our statistical
models, we use ten percent significance levels (or better), instead
of five percent levels, to better see if any differences are found
among the groups we examined.
Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 presents mean values and standard deviations for
women when they first started in the sample and who lasted in
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the sample for at least 10 years. There is some similarity between
the short-term poverty and short-term AFDC groups as well as
the long-term poverty and long-term AFDC groups in their level
of mean income over the first four years they are in the sample.
Both the short-term AFDC and poverty groups have mean income
levels that are above the poverty line. The long-term AFDC group
has income that is 9 percent below the poverty line while the
long-term poverty group has income that is 5 percent above the
poverty line for their average levels of income. Thus, these longterm AFDC and poverty groups begin their sampling period at
roughly equal levels of income. The non-poor group have income
levels at the beginning of their sampling periods that are nearly
3 times the poverty line.
These initial comparisons examine post-transfer income in
the initial period. Part of this income for the AFDC group is from
government assistance, specifically from AFDC. Table 1 shows
that 11.09 percent of total income for the short-term AFDC group
comes from AFDC income while AFDC makes up 56.44 percent
of income for the long-term AFDC group. The table shows that
the poor groups and the non-poor groups receive almost none of
their income from AFDC.
The poor and the AFDC groups have similar numbers of children while the non-poor have only 1.21 children, on average. Not
surprisingly, we find that the long-term AFDC group is far less
likely to be married than the other groups. We also find that the
proportion of whites in both the long-term AFDC and long-term
poor groups to be far smaller than for the other income/welfare
groups.
The level of education for the AFDC groups is lower than for
the poor groups, when examined by short-term and long-term
status. For example, 48.70 percent of the short-term AFDC group
never finished high school, while 36.05 percent of the short-term
poor group never finished high school. More than 68 percent
of the long-term AFDC group never finished high school, as
compared to 53.02 percent of the long-term poverty group and
21.15 percent of the non-poor group.
Table 2 show the means and standard deviations or percentages at different periods of time after the initial examination of the
different groups of women, as well as whether there are signifi-
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cant differences (without control variables) between each of the
four groups (both AFDC groups, the short-term poverty group
and the non-poverty group) and the long-term poverty group, for
each period examined. The top portion of Table 2 shows that the
proportion of women who are married is significantly lower for
the long-term AFDC group relative to the long-term poor group.
However, by year 20, only 31.0 percent of the long-term poor
group are married, as compared to 37.9 percent of the long-term
AFDC group.4 There is a gradual increase in the rates of marriage
for the short-term AFDC group, while the short-term poverty
group and the non-poor group see marriage rates increase in year
15 but fall by year 20.
The middle portion of Table 2 also shows that there is some
upward movement in pre-transfer income levels from 10 to 20
years after the sample was initially examined for most of the
groups.5 For both AFDC groups, income levels are higher 10 years
after the beginning of their sampling periods, as well as 15 years
and 20 years after, but for the long-term AFDC group, income is
only at 30 percent above the poverty line 20 years after initially
receiving AFDC as a head of household while pre-transfer income
is 120 percent above the poverty line for the short-term AFDC
group 20 years later. For the poor groups, there is a similar rise
in income levels at the 10 year period, but the long-term poverty
group has pre-transfer income that is only 40 to 60 percent above
the poverty line up to 20 years after they were initially examined.
Only in year 10 is pre-transfer income significantly higher for
the long-term poor group relative to the long-term AFDC group.
For the non-poor group, pre-transfer income is 180 percent to 270
percent above the poverty line at 10, 15 and 20 years after being
first examined, somewhat higher than when the non-poor were
first examined.
The bottom portion of Table 2 shows the likelihood of having
pre-transfer income at or below 150 percent of the poverty line
10 to 20 years after initially entering the sample. For the longterm AFDC and long-term poor groups, well over half of their
members are below this income level at each of the different
periods. The levels decrease somewhat for the long-term AFDC
group but rise in year 15 for the long-term poor group from year
10, then fall slightly in year 20. The only significant difference
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between the two groups is in year 10, where the long-term AFDC
group has a significantly greater proportion of families having
pre-transfer income below 150 percent of the poverty line relative
to the long-term poor group.
Without controls for characteristics when first becoming a
head or first receiving AFDC, these initial results indicate that
those who start off non-poor have higher income levels, lower
likelihoods of pre-transfer poverty or near poverty, and higher
likelihoods of marriage later in life than the long-term poverty
group. The long-term AFDC group generally shows lower pretransfer income levels than the long-term poor group but these
statistically significant differences disappear by year 15. The
short-term poverty and short-term AFDC groups appear to do
somewhat better than the long-term poverty group over time,
but not nearly as well as the non-poor group. Without the use
of controls for other factors which may contribute to later life
outcomes, however, it is impossible to determine whether the
differences observed between the groups of women are due to
the effects of welfare, the effects of poverty or the effects of
background variables not included in these models. In the full
models presented below, many of these effects are controlled for,
allowing us to test the hypotheses about the effects of welfare
receipt we presented earlier.
Full Regression Models
The Likelihood of Marriage
Table 3 shows the logistic regression results for the likelihood
of marriage at different points in time. These results indicate that
there is a significant difference at the .05 level for the likelihood
of being married between the long-term AFDC and the longterm poverty groups in year 15, but no significant difference in
years 10 and 20. The significant difference for year 10 between
the long-term AFDC group and the long-term poverty group (at
the.05 level) as shown in Table 2 are no longer significant once
controls are used in the models. There is no significant difference
in marriage likelihoods between the non-poor group, or the shortterm poverty group and the long-term poverty group. In year 20,
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there is a statistically significant difference between the shortterm AFDC group and the long-term poverty group in marriage
likelihoods, with the short-term AFDC group more likely to be
married in year 20. These results show no consistent pattern for
marriage differences between the long-term AFDC and poverty
groups. In models where we excluded women who were in the
non-poor group from our samples (results not shown), we found
few differences in our main results. Interestingly, in year 20 we
found that the long-term AFDC group was more likely to be
married relative to the long-term poor group (p < .05). We also
found that our adjusted R2 values and -2 log likelihood values
decreased somewhat in these models.
Other factors that negatively affect the likelihood of marriage
in year 20 include being non-white, being a high school dropout,
and growing up poor. State welfare maximum payments have no
significant effect on marriage in years 10, then go from positive to
negative in years 15 and 20. Unemployment rates at the end of the
period have no effect on marriage likelihoods. We find that having
higher levels of income at the beginning period has a significant
effect on marriage likelihoods only in year 10.
Income Models
Table 4 shows the OLS regression results for pre-transfer
family income-to-needs, when controlling for the effects of the
women's condition and characteristics when they first entered the
sample. Unlike our initial models without controls (Table 2), these
results indicate that women who receive AFDC for a relatively
long period at an early age have pre-transfer incomes that are no
lower than those women who are poor for a relatively long time
but do not receive AFDC in that early period. In fact, none of
the models show that the long-term AFDC group is significantly
different from the long-term poor group even at the .20 level of
significance. Our results indicate that none of the groups have
significantly higher pre-transfer family income-to-needs in the
later periods relative to the long-term poor group, once we control
for beginning family income-to-needs.
Factors affecting later pre-transfer family income-to-needs in
various years include family income-to-needs at the beginning
(in all years), race (in year 10), education level (in all years), work
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limitations (in years 15 and 20), growing up poor (in year 20),
and state welfare maximums (showing positive effects in years
10 and 20). Age has little effect on our outcomes, while having
more than one child relative to those who have only one child
affects outcomes (in a positive direction) only in year 10. The
unemployment rate in the area of residence at the end of the
period has significant negative effects in each of the three models,
increasing in strength through time.
Table 5 shows similar effects to those shown in Table 4 when
examining the likelihood of having pre-transfer income at or
below 150 percent of the poverty line. The long-term AFDC group
is no more likely to be at or below 150 percent of the poverty line
relative to those in the long-term poverty group.
Tables 4 and 5 indicate that work limitations at the end of the
initial period have a strong negative effect on income in years 15
and 20. Other factors strongly affecting pre-transfer income and
the likelihood of having pre-transfer income below 150 percent
of the poverty line include race, being a high school dropout, and
to a lesser degree, the amount of money received from relatives.
Being a high school dropout has a strong negative effect on income
throughout the 20 year period. Interestingly, being very young at
the beginning of the period, under 18 years of age, has no effect on
pre-transfer income later in life relative to those who are over 21.
Growing up poor shows negative effects on pre-transfer income
in years 10 and 20 in both Table 4 and 5.
The evidence from our analyses indicates that with or without
control variables in our models, young single mothers receiving
AFDC for an extended period of time do not have significantly
lower income levels relative to those young single mothers who
are poor but do not receive welfare in years 15 and 20, and there
are no differences in year 10 when controls are used. Income at the
beginning of the period, however, has strong effects on income
later in life. Growing up poor has some negative effects in both
our income models.
Conclusions
We have tested the question of whether welfare use itself
results in economic or other hardships, or whether simply being
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poor, or the combination of poverty and other factors, produce
particular outcomes for single mothers. Overall, we found that
long-term welfare receipt in young adulthood is seldom associated with outcomes that are any more negative than those associated with the experience of long-term poverty or near poverty
in young adulthood for these women.
First, we examined the hypothesis that those who receive
welfare at a young age are less likely to marry than those who
do not receive welfare early. We found only weak support for
this hypothesis. We found that women who had used AFDC for
a relatively long period in young adulthood were no less likely
to be married 10 or 20 years after their initial receipt than women
who were poor for a long period as young adults, but we did find
them significantly less likely to be married at 15 years after initial
receipt. Short-term AFDC recipients were never any less likely to
marry than women who experienced substantial time in poverty
in early adulthood, and by year 20 were in fact significantly more
likely to be married.
Second, we examined the hypothesis that early receipt of
AFDC is associated with lower pre-transfer income-to-needs later
in life. Here, our results provide no support for this hypothesis.
No significant differences were found between the two longterm groups in pre-transfer family income-to-needs in any of the
years examined when appropriate controls were used. Women in
the short-term AFDC group are no different from the long-term
poverty group in terms of pre-transfer income-to-needs in any
of the outcome periods. We found, however, that factors such as
the unemployment rate, growing up poor, level of education, and
initial family income-to-needs had strong effects on our outcomes.
Finally, we examined the hypothesis that early AFDC use
is a cause of long-term poverty and low income. Our findings
offered no support for this hypothesis. There were no differences
between the long-term AFDC group and the long-term poverty
group at either 10, 15 or 20 years in the likelihood of having pretransfer income at or below 150% of the poverty line. The longterm economic well-being of young AFDC recipients appears
to be no worse (or better) than non-recipients who started out
with low income for an extended period in the sample. Indeed,
those who use welfare for a relatively short period of time have
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a significantly lower likelihood of having pre-transfer income at
or below 150% of the poverty line by year 20 than women who
were in the long-term poor group in early adulthood. In contrast
to the long-term AFDC recipients, women who were poor for
only a short time in early adulthood are significantly less likely
to have low pre-transfer income than women who were poor for
longer periods in early adulthood, perhaps suggesting that it is
the persistence of poverty in early adulthood (whether or not
it is associated with AFDC receipt) rather than welfare receipt
itself that best predicts the likelihood of later life poverty or near
poverty.
These results support the notion that it is income (or unmeasured factors associated with income) rather than welfare itself
that affects the economic well-being of young women. Single
mothers who are poor for a substantial period in early adulthood
are just as likely to find themselves in or near poverty in later life
as single mothers who receive AFDC for a substantial period at
the same time of their lives. In addition, we found that these two
groups have similar marriage likelihoods. The somewhat different picture of the relationship of early welfare receipt to laterlife economic outcomes presented in the models where control
variables were not used (Table 2) illustrates the importance of
teasing out the effects of welfare itself from the effects of those
background characteristics which young welfare recipients share
with other young women with low incomes: a lack of education,
the experience of growing up poor and the effects of institutional
racism.
Our findings have clear public policy implications. The current emphasis on the reduction of welfare use rather than the
reduction of poverty is unlikely, based on the results in this paper,
to positively affect these women's long-term economic outcomes.
Just pushing young single mothers into low-wage work, which
will not necessarily lift them out of poverty, will not promote longterm economic well-being. Rather, attention to retaining at-risk
young women in the education system, and providing them with
further job training may be a more effective long-term strategy
for reducing economic hardship among this vulnerable group. In
addition, it is important that policy address the issue of the care
of the children of these young, poor, single mothers, whether
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or not the mothers receive welfare. Growing up poor, for the
women in our study, often had negative effects on long-term
economic outcomes, and there is every reason to suppose that
these women's own children will suffer similar negative effects.
If we hope to reduce poverty among women with children,
denying these women public assistance seems unlikely to result
in any long-term change in their economic well-being. Instead of
focusing on getting women off welfare in order to improve their
economic chances, policies need to instead focus on lifting young
single women with children out of poverty in early adulthood.

Notes
1. We chose 10 percent of income as a cutoff for AFDC so we only included those
with substantial AFDC income in the AFDC groups we define later in the
paper. We also examined different cutoffs for AFDC, including 20 percent of
income coming from AFDC without substantial changes to our main results.
2. It is possible for women in the AFDC group to have been poor before they
received AFDC, but were put into the AFDC sample because they received
AFDC later.
3. We also ran tests examining a 6 year period after initially entering the
sample. To be in either the long-term AFDC group, the woman had to have
"substantial" AFDC income for at least 5 out of the 6 years. To be in the longterm poverty group, the woman had to have income at or below 150% of the
poverty line for at least 5 out of the 6 years without any substantial AFDC
income in this period. The shorter term groups were determined by being in
either poverty or receiving AFDC for I to 4 years. Our results changed little
when using these measures relative to the measures presented in this article.
If anything, our coefficient estimates (and significance levels) examining the
differences between the long-term AFDC and long-term poverty groups
decreased when using this alternative measure. We chose to present the
results for the 4 year period because this time frame allowed us to better
focus on early adulthood experiences and characteristics relative to the 6
year period.
4. We did an examination of why we got such a large reduction in the percentage
of the long-term poor group who were married between years 15 and 20. We
lost 20 women who were married and 24 women who were not married
between year 15 and year 20. Without the PSID weights, the year 15 and
20 marriage rates would have been far closer-40 percent in year 15 and 36
percent in year 20.
5. Only post-transfer income levels were shown in Table 1. However, in results
not shown, pre-transfer income has increased for all of the groups.
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